
What Role Do Our Attitudes Play in 
the Composition of Our Field? 

 
Paul Sorensen 

Special thanks to Ágnes Mócsy for ideas, inspiration, and slides and to Young Kim for graphics 



How did I become a physicists? 
At least partially by my professors assuming I had done better than 
I actually had! 
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S T E R E O T Y P E S  E X I S T  
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Subliminal Queue: 
Educated 
Ignorant 

→ recollection of the photo → 

← recollection of the photo ← 

Original Photo 

S T E R E O T Y P E S  E X I S T  

Ben-Zeev, Dennehy, Goodrich, Kolarik, Geisler, SAGE Open (2014) 4 



W W W. I M P L I C I T. H A R VA R D . E D U  

Implicit Association Test 

B I A S E S  C A N  B E  M E A S U R E D  
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Our Biases Influence Reality 

“science-is-male” implicit association 
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SMYTH AND NOSEK, FRONTIERS IN PSYCHOLOGY 2015  

Everyone is Biased… 

Especially male scientists and female artists 
Do women leave the field because of bias? 

7 



% Female Faculty in Physics 
W W W. A P S . O R G / P R O G R A M S / E D U C AT I O N / S TAT I S T I C S   
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Contradictory Messages? 



I V Y ,  W H I T E ,  G A R R E T ,  A N D  A N D E R S O N .  2 0 1 3 ,  A I P ,  C O L L E G E  P A R K  

Encouraging New Hiring trends 
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Doctorates to Women In the US 

W W W . N S F. G O V / S T A T I S T I C S / S E D   
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D ATA  F R O M  N S F,  A P S ,  R H I C  U E C  
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The “Lone Genius” Paradigm 
F I E L D  S P E C I F I C  A B I L I T Y  B E L I E F  

L E S L I E  E T  A L ,  S C I E N C E  V O L  3 4 7 ,  2 0 1 5  13 



http://www.huffingtonpost.com/agnes-macsy/the-lone-genius-paradigm_b_9422682.html 
Ágnes Mócsy 

Graphics Young Kim 



Suppressed Interest 

Majors chosen by a sample of highly mathematically gifted high-school juniors 
Webb, Lubinski, Benbow, J. of Ed. Psych. (94) 785, 2002 

Intended Math and Science Major
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Intended Math and Science Major
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Majors chosen by a sample of highly mathematically gifted high-school juniors 
Webb, Lubinski, Benbow, J. of Ed. Psych. (94) 785, 2002 

Suppressed Interest 
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We don’t tell stories about people working together, instead we ask: 
who was the genius behind that 
Implying the key to success is innate talent, puts an unnecessary 
psychological road-block to negatively stereo-typed groups 
Emphasizing this can be learned creates opportunities for more to 
thrive             see Catherine Good’s Talk 



Figure 2. Source of Stress in the Last Two Years: Subtle Discrimination (e.g., prejudice, racism, sexism) % 
Responding “Somewhat” or “Extensive”. 
Note: Significant male/female differences within group ** p=< .01; * <.05. 
Source: HERI Faculty Survey. Presented by S. Hurtado at the Seeking Solutions: Maximizing American Talent by 
Advancing Women of color in Academia Conference, June 2012, Washington, DC. 

Different Experiences 
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Shifting Criteria 

UHLMAN & COHEN 2005 

Shifting criteria can be 
traced to those claiming the 
most objectivity  

Job criteria shifted so the 
applicant from the desired 
group appears most qualified 

O N E  O F  T H E  M O S T  D A N G E R O U S  B I A S E S  
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Do We View Women as Leaders? 

PORTER & GEIS 1981 

All males or all females at table: 
whoever is at the head of the 
table is viewed as the leader 
 
Mixture of men and women: 
If the man is at the head, he is 
seen as the leader. If the woman 
is at the head, not so much…   
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Graphics Young Kim 



Graphics Young Kim 



What Role Do Our Attitudes Play in the 
Gender Composition of Our Field? 
Hiring data coupled with evidence-of-bias seems to suggest the 
message: “we realize we need you, but we don’t respect you.” 

Even when women are hired, it appears that attitudes in the 
field still create challenges and obstacles 

 

What could be helpful for all diversity: 
awareness of tendencies and biases 
de-emphasizing stereotypes, instead emphasize that physics is 
hard but success is not contingent on looking like Einstein: we 
all succeed through hard work and mentorship. 



– S T E P H E N  J AY  G O U L D  

“Few tragedies can be more extensive than the stunting 
of life, few injustices deeper than the denial of an 
opportunity to strive or even to hope, by a limit imposed 
from without, but falsely identified as lying within.”  



Doctorates	to	URM	In	the	US	
W W W. A P S . O R G / P R O G R A M S / E D U C AT I O N / S TAT I S T I C S   



% Female in Heavy-Ion Theory USA 
D ATA  S E L F - C O L L E C T E D  


